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AN ERA OF CHANGE
Few would deny that the quality of research in health education has risen significantly
in the past two decades. One might speculate about why this is the case. A reason may be
that in both the profession and in academic training institutions there has been recognition
that the social and behavioral sciences constitute the scientific basis for health education
practice. This may seem obvious to observers in the 1990s, but in years past there was
some resistance among health educators to acknowledge the social and behavioral
sciences as the theoretical foundations of practice, and social and behavioral scientists
doubted whether they should be interested in applications of their concepts in health
education programs. The resistance has melted away and the inherent connection between
theory and practice gets stronger all the time.
Another reason may be that, in recent years, there has been widespread and increased
recognition across society of the importance of psychosocial and behavioral factors in
health status. Preventing illness has to do with how people behave (maybe as much as
50% according to the Institute of Medicine) and with their social as well as physical
environment, and this realization has been accompanied with the idea that educational
efforts to change policy and behavior-of individuals, communities, and organizations-
currently constitute our best chance of promoting health.
Further, the need to promote health and achieve control over medical care costs has
stimulated funding agencies to increase their support for evaluation of health promotion
and education interventions. Often these funders have had expectations that, quite frankly,
have improved the nature of the research conducted. For example, peer reviews conducted
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through funding agencies have certainly played a role in creating the expectation that
health education be theory based, multidisciplinary, and outcome oriented.
Obviously, we are much farther from the mark in terms of the sophistication of our
research and the resources available to support that research than most of us would wish.
Nonetheless, there have been remarkable strides in the past years; achievements of which
we can all be proud (see, e.g., Freudenberg et al.,’ Steckler et al.,’ Mullen et al.,~ Marin
et al.,4 and Israel et al.s).
Revisiting Old Venues and Finding New Directions
Recent accomplishments notwithstanding, we are on the threshold of knowledge about
individual and collective health behavior, protective social environments, and interven-
tions to improve all of these. This article intends to raise some general issues, points we
might consider as we rethink our current approaches to health education research and
pioneer new ones. This article will briefly raise issues that are discussed more fully in the
five articles that follow: theory, settings, strategies, evaluation, and special populations
in health education research.
HEALTH EDUCATION THEORY
Distinguishing Theories of Behavior From Conceptual Models for Practice
As Freudenberg et al.’ demonstrate in this issue, the past two decades have been rich
in theoretical and empirical work. We have at our disposal a range of excellent theoretical
constructs to guide research and practice. But there is some confusion in the way the word
theory is used by health education researchers and practitioners. Clearly, to push a field
of endeavor forward there must be a common language. In fact, an important contribution
to our progress in health education was the development almost 20 years ago of a
taxonomy of health education terms, which was updated and published annually for
several years before the activity was discontinued.’ Our shared health education language,
while more precise than in years past, is not yet precise enough. An area of haziness is
the language we use in discussing theory. We tend to mix together constructs that probably
ought to be distinguished. For sake of discussion, we will categorize theories according
to their intention and utility in the following manner: 1. theories of behavior; 2. conceptual
frameworks for practice; and 3. theoretical principles.
Category 1 theories attempt to predict or explain why people behave as they do in
relation to their health. These may be theories that focus primarily on psychological
factors such as the health belief model,’ health locus of control,’ attribution theory,’ the
theory of reasoned action, 10 and the transtheoretical model of behavior change (stages of
change).&dquo; Or, they may address the interaction of psychological and social environmental
factors such as social cognitive theory,’2 self-regulation, 13 Freire’s psychosocial model,14
and theories of social support and social networks. 15
We also have important conceptual frameworks for practice (Category 2 theories); that
is, theories that describe the conditions under which health education interventions
can be made to be effective and efficacious. These theories include, for example,
PRECEDEJPROCEED,16 PATCH,&dquo; the social ecological model, 18,19,20 and the growing
body of work on empowerment. 21.22 There are also a number of theoretical principles
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(Category 3 theories) that have evolved from behavioral theories and conceptual frame-
works for practice and have been associated with evidence that health status and/or
behavior change has occurred. These include, for example, the principle of tailoring
advice and health messages,23 contracting,24 and various communication techniques.2s.26
A point raised by Freudenberg et al.’ is that we have lots of (Category 1) theories of
behavior but limited empirical evidence about how they work in whole and/or part. That
is not to say that these theories have not received or are currently garnering a fair amount
of attention in health education research. Yet we are still at a rudimentary stage of
understanding (1) how they actually function to produce results, (2) if some are better
than others in producing outcomes, (3) which components or critical mass of constituent
concepts or principles are needed to achieve change, and (4) which are more or less
relevant to different problems and populations of potential learners.
We are not very clever regarding how to measure constructs from these theories. There
are only a few cases, for example, health locus of control’ and the transtheoretical model
of behavioral change,&dquo; where significant effort has gone into developing measures
sensitive to change and applicable to a variety of health problems. But even in cases where
this type of effort has been expended, constructs and scales have not been widely or
diversely validated.
There is the related though somewhat different problem of how to adequately apply
theoretical constructs in an intervention so that effects may be tested. Some Category 1
theories are easier to apply than others. Some, for example social cognitive theory,’2 aim
to explain how health behavior comes about. Designing interventions based on these
explanations is somewhat evident. However, other theories, for example the health belief
model,’ aim only to predict behavior and provide very little to indicate how the factors
influencing behavior can be manipulated. The knowledge that people are more likely to
use medicine when they believe the consequences of their illness to be serious does not
inherently explain how to make them believe in the seriousness of the illness. Because
translation of theory to &dquo;real life&dquo; is not always easy, interventions have not always
comprised strong applications. They have also tended to be eclectic, drawing bits and
pieces from a variety of available constructs; that is, they are not purely one theory or
another. Perhaps as a result we have not progressed as much as we might wish in
identifying how Category 1 theories work, and of these, which are most robust and
valuable in achieving change.
Assessing the contribution of Category 2 theories-conceptual frameworks for
practice-poses additional problems. One is that these frameworks combine not only
what we know about human behavior and influences in the social environment but also
what we wish the ideal situation to be. Practice in a democratic society reflects what we
value. Empowerment theories,&dquo;,&dquo; for example, are based on the belief that equality and
equity of participation are related not only to access to needed health services and physical
health status but to mental and emotional health as well. Perhaps the most widely used
practice model is PRECEDE/PROCEED,’6 and one reason may be that it values efficient
as well as effective use of resources, a tenet important in equitable delivery of public
health services. The point is that practice models do not purport to explain or predict
behavior as Category 1 theories do. Rather, they describe the individual, organizational,
and community-wide conditions and processes that should be fostered to bring about
change.
Another dilemma in determining the relative value of different conceptual frameworks
for practice rests in the fact that they are so comprehensive. They often try to account for
the potential learner and range of factors influencing his or her health behavior; the health
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educator and the diverse influences on his or her professional and personal performance;
the participating organizations and the spectrum of organizational factors enabling and
detracting from the implementation of the health education program; the norms, beliefs,
cultural patterns, and economic factors evident in the community where the education
takes place; and so on.
These characteristics of Category 2 theories give rise to several questions: (1) How
does one ascertain that the model has been adequately applied? (2) Can models of practice
be tested in the same way we test theories of behavior? (3) Do all the wide-ranging
elements need to be in place for the model to receive a fair evaluation? (4) How are
changes attributable to a given practice model to be separated from those attributable to
the behavioral theories also employed? and (5) What are the appropriate outcomes for
assessing conceptual frameworks for practice? They appear to differ from those appro-
priate for behavioral theories. For example, is a reasonable test of the social ecological
model institutionalization of a program regardless of whether or not the health behavior
of the program target audience changed?
To make matters more complex, both behavioral theories and conceptual frameworks
for practice give rise to Category 3 theories, that is, theoretical principles. The fact is,
some approaches to behavior change and professional practice are known to achieve
certain ends. If individuals have influence in decision making, they appear to be more
satisfied with the decision.2’ If learners make public their intention to change, for
example, to follow a low-fat diet, they are more likely to do SO.24 But these principles, as
important as they may be, provide only a glimpse at the pictures of behavior change and
professional practice. They may be important, even necessary, in interventions but they
do not appear to be sufficient to describe the mechanisms of change related to complex
health problems. And, as is true with the other two categories of theory, the extent to
which they produce extensive or long-lasting results or prove effective with diverse
populations has not been demonstrated.
The richness in the range of theories available for designing and evaluating health
education interventions gives rise to difficult questions and dilemmas. As Freudenberg
et al.’ make clear, we have much to work with but there is much work to be done.
INTERVENTION STRATEGIES
Steckler and colleagues’ posit that health problems and interventions to address them
must be conceived comprehensively. That is, we must identify those aspects of a problem
that are manifest in individual behavior, in the social and physical environment of the
community, and in the policies regulating both. They note that interventions aimed at any
one of these three levels (individual, community, policy) will affect and be affected by
the others. They also discuss the role of mass media, which appear to exert a powerful
influence across the three levels and about which we know little.
Individual Behavior
Most health education research has been directed toward individual behavior. In the
past 15 years, a large number of studies has provided evidence that health education
can contribute to changes in behavior and improved health status. Findings from
well-designed studies have demonstrated, for example, that preoperative instruction can
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influence recovery,28 and that education engenders improved compliance,&dquo; disease
self-management,30 patient-provider communication,3’ use of health services,32 symptom
profiles and functioning in chronic disease,:n,33 diet,34 exercise level 3’ and intentions not
to smoke. 36
Several generalizations can be made about the work regarding individual behavior
undertaken to date. One is that most successful strategies have been derived from theories
of behavior, a fact also noted by Freudenberg et al.’ Another is that when viewed generally
(i.e., all interventions related to a given health problem vs. only those meeting some
criteria of quality), changes in knowledge exceed changes in behavior.37.38 Still another,
noted also by Freudenberg et al.,’ is that intervention strategies have been eclectic,
employing a range of techniques and theoretical principles. 39
At least two needs are evident given these observations. First, we need to use criteria
for quality in designing interventions. We need to assess existing work to determine the
theoretical approaches and principles that have yielded empirical results, consider them
a minimum standard, and test them further. One application is not enough to prove a
strategy’s worth. Second, we need sustained work related to a given health problem.
Conducting only a few studies in any one area (e.g., physical functioning, arthritis, diet)
is insufficient to determine the effectiveness of a health education model.
Community-Level Interventions
Steckler et al.’ argue that approaches focused on individual behavior leave out impor-
tant influences in the social cultural environment. To have enduring effects, interventions
must have an impact on social norms and accepted ways of functioning that may be
deleterious to health. Further, this influence must be of a type that is acceptable to
communities of people, that is, consistent with their values and their definitions of health
and quality of life. Several community-focused strategies have been examined in the past
decade that attempt to connect health professionals to communities, provide access to
services, and develop community capacity to recognize and resolve health problems.
Successful strategies have involved social networks4’ and lay health advisers, natural
helpers in a community who have the stature and ability to reach others .41,4’ Forming
coalitions of key community groups and organizations has also been shown to increase
people’s participation in health programs43 and mobilize community residents to take
specific actions related to health,.44
Strategies to imbue community residents with a sense of efficacy and capacity, often
referred to as empowerment strategies, have been shown to contribute to changes in
health outcome, for example, improved birth outcomes for homeless women,45 in
government health poliCY,4’ and in public awareness (e.g., the consequences of excess
drinking).47
Few rigorous studies of interventions focused on community-wide change are
available. Yet this seems a very promising area of work. The research design and
measurement issues are significant in this form of research, and, as noted by Israel et al.,5
in some ways our methods are not yet a match for the complexity of the interventions.
Further, community-wide interventions often aim at intermediate outcomes, say forming
coalitions or increasing a sense of empowerment, and the link from these to improvements
in health have not been examined. The potential for community-targeted approaches to
reach large numbers of people, especially populations that have been underserved, makes
them very appealing and worthy of much more attention than they currently receive.




Policy interventions as discussed by Steckler et al.~ refer to efforts to bring about new
laws or administrative regulations that intend to change the physical or social environ-
ment to be more protective of health. Interventions have been shown to be successful in
generating policies to protect worksites from toxins,48 eliminating toxic substance
transport through neighborhoods,49 and designating smoke-free public places, 50 to name
a few.
Steckler et al.2 suggest that interventions to engender policy change may be among
the most compelling because the possibilities for influencing the behavior of large
numbers of people are great. To date we have few evaluation precedents to guide our
work. The evaluation problems are tricky ones to solve. Ideally, assessment would
demonstrate that the intervention strategy produced the policy change, the policy change
produced the desired behavior, and the behavior contributed to the health outcome.
Making these connections clear may be impossible. The challenge may be to identify
indicators that most would accept as reliable and valid signs that change is occurring in
the desired direction. Difficulties notwithstanding, the potential payoff associated with
policy-directed interventions likely offsets the costs of learning how to assess their
success.
Mass Communications
Conventional wisdom and very few studies tell us that mass media can create
awareness of health problems,5’ influence perceptions about health, 12 and even change
health behavior (see, e.g., Montgomery’s 1993 report on designated drivers53). Steckler
et a1.2 believe the media exert significant influence on individual behavior, community
environments, and development of policy. They note three forms of media-related
interventions that deserve study: public health campaigns; media advocacy, that is,
influencing media to examine a given health-related problem; and enter-education, that
is, promoting healthful practices by inserting information and role models into media
entertainment formats (television, video games, and the like). Undertaking evaluation of
these forms of intervention requires new research designs, methods, and measures. But,
they conclude, given the boom in media-related technology and informatics, the potential
for such strategies to shape health behavior and influence health status could increase
exponentially in the next two decades. 
z
SETTINGS FOR HEALTH EDUCATION
Mullen and colleagueS3 make the point that settings where health education is
implemented are channels for reaching defined populations. The settings most often
selected for health education interventions-schools, worksites, and medical care facili-
ties-also offer the potential for institutionalizing effective interventions through their
organizational policies and resource allocations. For example, some well-known health
education interventions to reduce cardiovascular risk behavior have used entire commu-
nities as settings. Some have enjoyed a degree of success,54 others have not.55 But far and
away the greatest number of rigorously evaluated health education interventions for
changing individual behavior have been conducted in specific institutional settings.
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As we move into an era more oriented toward prevention of disease, we will likely
seek to intervene earlier and earlier in the lifespan to obviate, as soon as possible, diseases
that are costly in both human and economic terms. Reaching children will become even
more important, and schools will become a more significant venue. Mullen et al.3 point
out that there are strong precedents for work in this area.
School health education curricula for middle-school children have influenced their
knowledge, attitudes, and behavior regarding risk reduction,56 although not all programs
can claim success. 51 Secondary school students participating in health education curricula
have decreased their alcohol, tobacco, and drug use, but not seat belt use behavior.5’ They
have improved their diets58 and delayed sexual activity or used a condom when engaging
in sex.59 Many children in the United States have chronic disease; at least one study
suggests that self-management education provided at the school site can improve the
health status and school performance of children with asthma.’
But many questions remain. What are the behaviors best addressed in school pro-
grams ? Is the best way to intervene through traditional curricular approaches? What are
the appropriate interventions for particular age groups? How much education is needed
to sustain change over time and have an effect in adulthood? Mullen et al.3 suggest that
the potential for school as the setting for health education has not yet been adequately
explored.
Worksite
Reaching the population through worksite programs has tremendous appeal because
most U.S. citizens of working age are employed. Work-based programs directed toward
cardiovascular risk reduction, diet, back injury, and arthritis self-management have shown
small but significant effects on participants’ behavior.61 They have also been shown to
generate savings equivalent to their costs. However, many questions need to be addressed
if we intend to maximize the potential for work-based programs. Between one-fourth and
half of those given the opportunity actually participate. 12 What groups are best reached
at work? What are alternative ways to reach them? How can education be integrated to
be more seamless in the work day? What policies and aspects of the social environment
influence behavior change? Which programs are simultaneously most effective and most
affordable?
’ Health Care Settings
It is in the medical care setting that the bulk of rigorously evaluated health education
intervention studies have been carried out in the United States. Most have concerned
chronic disease and have been mounted in concert with or assuming the existence of
clinical services. Health education related to medical service indeed may become a growth
industry as the U.S. health care system develops a prevention focus. In terms of clinical
outcome, quality of care, and patient satisfaction, health education is being closely
scrutinized by managed care, health maintenance, and other organizations redrawing the
services picture. There is evidence to suggest the scrutiny is warranted and these
interventions make a difference. Changed patient behavior and/or health status has been
associated with programs provided in conjunction with clinical services for asthma,63
arthritis, 64 coronary artery disease,65 and diabetes. 66 Positive change related to nonchronic
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conditions has also been documented, for example, reduced pain&dquo; and improved pregnancy
outcomes. Computer-based interventions to further clinical goals have shown promise,
for example, to decrease smoking&dquo; and to motivate women to seek mammography.&dquo;
Still, many questions remain. What elements of an intervention must be in place to
achieve quality of life and clinical goals related to specific diseases? Which approaches
for which conditions are linked to outcomes? How can problems be overcome related to
time and cost of programs and ability of health care professionals to successfully educate
their patients? Training professionals is a promising route to reaching more patients and
influencing their behavior,70 but to date few programs&dquo; have demonstrated change for
patients as a result of training health professionals. The existing work in health care
settings provides a strong basis for future research. The population with chronic disease
is increasing, and the need to achieve clinical and other outcomes related to patient
functioning is increasingly critical. Research related to interventions in health care
settings continues to be a compelling line of inquiry.
Mullen et a1.3 make an important observation about the next level of research across
these settings for health education. We have achieved successes, yet these have not been
widely replicated. How can model programs best be disseminated? We have some good
examples of program dissemination (the CATCH project in schools&dquo; and the Texas
experience in worksites&dquo;). What can we learn from these examples?
WORKING WITH UNDERSERVED POPULATIONS
Marin et al.° have looked at issues in conducting research with special population
groups, groups of similar culture, gender, and age. They have noted that the official
classifications we employ (African American, Hispanic/Latino, Asian American, Native
American), and the less official terms we use (e.g., elderly, adolescent) to describe these
populations often have very little meaning either to researchers or to the people so labeled.
We have had the tendency to view groups of people that share some characteristic (e.g.,
race, language, country of origin) as being of the same culture. This is far from accurate.
The cultures represented within any broad category of people (e.g., Asian Americans,
elderly) are very diverse.
The long-standing idea that there is an &dquo;average person&dquo; in the United States has been
influenced by existing data that do not account for large and growing segments of our
population. Marin et al.4 observe that interventions based on these data and developed
for general audiences of &dquo;average Americans&dquo; are probably much less effective than those
that take into account the culture, social norms, and traditional practices of subgroups of
the population. While some data exist to support this observation,74,75,76 Marin et a1.4 make
clear that we need more comparative research to demonstrate what we all suspect to be
the case: group-specific programs are more effective. But further, we need to understand
how and why they are more effective.
Research evaluating the relative advantages of interventions designed for diverse
groups is very limited, but data describing psychosocial factors and health practices
clearly indicate group differences. For example, recent work in HIV/AIDS prevention
has illustrated significant cultural differences in condom use.77.n Motives for smoking
and using alcohol appear to differ by ethnic group.79.80 Self-management of disease seems
to differ,8 as does blood pressure control,&dquo; diet and exercise,83 and so on. But we do not
know what gives rise to these differences and what kinds of interventions best account
for them.
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Preliminary evaluative work suggests that some learning approaches may be better
than others in reaching diverse, underserved populations. Some have also been linked to
changed health behavior or health status. Peer counseling, for example, has been shown
to be effective with older adults with arthritis,&dquo; with African American women at risk of
AIDS,&dquo; and in smoking cessation with Latino groups.&dquo; Focusing on family members as
educators and caregivers appears to produce results in populations of older adults with
debilitating diseases&dquo; and among groups of Native Americans.86 Self-help groups, church
leaders as educators, training of lay health advisers; all these approaches seem to hold
promise.42,’a,s’.ss
Marin et a1.4 make the point that ways such as these for working in diverse cultures
have to be empirically derived and may even require new theories of behavior. We need
data that describe how culturally relevant and appropriate approaches work, and data that
illustrate the relative benefits of taking one approach rather than another. We have to be
much more creative in designing interventions to build on traditional practices and
cultural norms. And, borrowing a theme from Israel et al.,~ we have to use evaluative
methods that ensure a fair test of these new approaches. Part of the evaluative process
includes coming to understand how different groups of people define functioning, quality
of life and health, and taking measurements accordingly.&dquo; The impact and outcome
measures we conventionally use to assess interventions may need to be adapted or
replaced in light of people’s diverse expectations and values. The extent to which
interventions are able to prevent disease or reduce the disability, disruption, and cost that
disease generates in the society as a whole may be directly related to how closely they
address the unique experience of diverse subgroups of the population.
. EVALUATION
Quantitative and Qualitative Approaches
Israel et al.5 have tackled the problem of evaluation of health education: what is needed
so that our evaluation designs, methods, and measures are employed most effectively in
pursuit of public health. They acknowledge that the social and behavioral sciences have
borrowed heavily from the physical sciences, employing, primarily, experimental re-
search designs and quantitative methods. Quasi-experimental evaluation designs32.90-96
have been developed in the attempt to achieve a comparable level of laboratory control
in the natural settings where most health education researchers work. These designs and
methods are an effort to account for all the influences that might produce a result instead
of, or in addition to, the health education intervention. They are considered the most
credible precisely because they have been successfully used in biomedical research.
However, in the transition from that venue to social behavioral research, the designs may
have lost some of their robustness, given the number of uncontrollable factors at play in
virtually all contexts in which health education is delivered. Few provide all the informa-
tion that we need when evaluating interventions that are essentially social, psychological,
and behavioral in their construction and intention.
Israel et al.5 make the point that although collecting quantitative data gives us an idea
of the dimension of effects and enables us to identify salient relationships among and
between variables of interest, these data may oversimplify complex facets of a problem
and fail to convey fully the richness and texture of human experience. They note that
collection and analyses of qualitative data to complement quantitative approaches to
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health education evaluation are becoming not only accepted but popular.9’-’°° In being
&dquo;qualitative,&dquo; researchers have borrowed from work in anthropology and other fields
where ethnographic methods are used to describe the subtleties and nuances of culture.
Israel et al.~ also call for development of ways to more effectively bring together both
approaches. They observe that for some, the terms quantitative and qualitative suggest
that evaluation is a bifurcated process rather than different elements of the same process.
Ideally, most evaluations would include sufficient quantitative data to assess the reach
and generalizability of an intervention, and qualitative data to determine the depth and
significance of change for individuals and communities (including unintended effects, if
any).
What is the right balance or mix of methods to provide the richest evaluative picture?
What designs and methods are most appropriate for particular problems and populations?
The heterogeneity of society and the complexity of health problems and solutions likely
demand a variety of approaches to evaluation. No one way applies to all situations. To
date we have had the most confidence in quantitative, experimental approaches. We need
to develop ways to make these approaches better fit the type of problems we are studying.
We also need to explore the potential for qualitative approaches; determine how they
round out or change the evaluative picture. We need to recognize and employ existing
valid and reliable qualitative methods and develop new methods that will generate as
much confidence as those in conventional quantitative studies. We need to discover how
the two ways of thinking about evaluation can be integrated most successfully in
assessments of health education interventions. This integration, of course, would include
enhanced use of statistical analyses.
Process and Outcome
When one peruses the literature related to a wide variety of health education interven-
tions delivered to many different types of populations and concerning many different
types of health problems, an interesting tendency emerges. Articles are likely to fall into
two categories. First are those in which the health education evaluation is described in
detail, and findings are presented and discussed. In this type of article, there is little if any
description of an intervention and the theoretical principles that guided its development.
The second type of article is essentially a description of an intervention in detail. In this
type, there is virtually no presentation of findings. Sometimes there is a reference to
another article where evaluation results are provided, but usually not.
The net effect is that it is often difficult to determine the nature of health education
interventions that have produced outcomes. There may be explanations for this apparent
gap in our understanding of the processes of education and the results they produce. For
example, researchers who believe in the worth of health education programs may pay
more attention to the evaluation of program outcomes and communication of results than
the provision of in-depth descriptions of the program interventions. On the other hand,
when program outcomes are less clear, researchers may focus their attention on the
publication of project descriptions rather than the publication of data on program
outcomes.
Israel et al.5 pick up on another facet of the process/outcome problem also alluded to
by Freudenberg et al.’ In aiming for effect in our interventions, we have mounted
programs that draw on a spectrum of theoretical approaches. Conventional wisdom and
minimal data suggest that more is better in health education. So we put together programs
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that meld constructs from a variety of theories and models and are severely constrained
in the way we can evaluate them. To mount multifactorial research designs generally
requires distinct program components and very large populations, not to mention a sizable
budget. To an extent, we are still at the stage of &dquo;black box&dquo; research in health education.
Of course our presentation of each of the above observations is oversimplified, but
each is also partially correct and contributes to our understanding of the schism between
process and outcome. We know some things, but certainly not enough about the nature
of effective health education interventions.
What will help to close the gap? Some things are apparent; for example, developing
distinct and powerful program components (built on sound theoretical constructs) and
mounting multifactorial research designs. Israel et al.’ also discuss the importance of
process evaluation&dquo;’ 102,103 as a way to generate additional evaluative information, espe-
cially to determine if complex interventions were implemented as intended and how
elements functioned.
Summarizing Health Education Data
There is another way to think about the gap between process and outcome that deserves
the attention of health education researchers. With some exceptions,104.105 we have not
employed methods of analyses of health education intervention results across studies.
Although there are fewer articles than we would wish in the literature that adequately
describe both program components and evaluation results, they do exist, and these might
lend themselves to analyses that help us to see where we are or are not making progress.
It is important to know, for example, what outcomes have been achieved if one looks
across programs focused on a given health problem: heart disease risk reduction, diabetes
self-management, and so on. But it is also important to determine the constellation of
theoretical constructs that are most likely to produce results. For example, what elements
of self-regulation, social support, or empowerment are related to change and what kinds
of change? We need to employ meta-analyses and other analytical techniques across
existing studies to summarize what we know.
The Link Between Program Impact
and Outcomes, and the Persistence of Both
Israel et a1.5 raise another salient issue. We expect health education interventions to
produce changes in behavior (the impact) and changes in health status, or quality of life,
or use of health services, and so on (the outcome). For example, if people learn in an
asthma self-management program to deal with their disease more effectively, we expect
that they will have fewer wheezing episodes, experience less disruption in their lives, and
use the emergency department less often. To date, evaluations have tended to document
either impact or outcome. There has been some (see Steckler et al.’), but significantly
little, work demonstrating the link between the two; for example, showing how specific
changes in behavior generate specific changes in health status. There is reason to be
cautious in claiming that health education interventions will produce certain outcomes
(e.g., less health care use). The number of factors influencing the use of health services
is great and many are not within the scope of a single health education program. Indeed,
many health education programs aim only to reach intermediate outcomes (impact), those
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factors that are hypothesized to influence health status, or some other outcome. In some
situations, of course, the ultimate desired outcome may well be achievable. It seems
logical, and has been well argued, 16,106 that to be considered successful, health education
interventions, given that they arise from social and behavioral theory, must produce
changes in behavior, and failure to have such an impact is less forgivable than failure to
reach a health status or related outcome. All these points notwithstanding, we have not
explored in very many cases the relationship between impact and outcome, and this is an
important area for work.
Similarly, we have in very few cases assessed the persistence of impact or outcome
over time. An evaluation that covers more than 2 years is an exception. Only if we can
mount programs and trace effects over longer periods will we come to understand not
only the longevity of results but the pattern of interventions that can help to sustain
change. It seems crucial to know if the link between impact and outcome not only exists
but persists. If a program develops the ability to use refusal skills, and using them is
associated with lower rates of smoking among children, do children continue to employ
these skills into adolescence and does refusing continue to relate to abstinence? If a
program enables people to act in an empowered way, and this is associated with greater
access to preventive health services at one point in time, is the link between the behavior
and outcome evident 5 years or a decade later? And finally, what research designs, data
collection methods, and forms of data analyses are most reliable and valid in detecting
relationships and measuring change over time?
The health education research agenda for the next decade is full of challenge and
opportunity. The articles in this issue provide a guide to priorities and promising
directions we might take.
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